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The Journal of the Foreign Language
Association of the Red River

"Teaching Culture with the Web"
-Erica Rosch, University of Minnesota, Morris
Attention teachers! We are entering the age of technology! As
many of us are just becoming acquainted with e-mail and the internet,
we struggle to keep up with our more
computer-literate students, who seem
more adept with a keyboard than a
pencil. Although the almighty "information superhighway" may seem
intimidating, it holds great treasures
of information that we, as foreign
language teachers, can use to bring
culture to life.
·
While surfing the World Wide
Web, one can find beautiful color
photographs of Polynesian lagoons,
Madagascan lemurs, or Tunisian
mosques. Explore a little further to
find the collected works of Baudelaire (in French or English), the
history of Paris, or reproductions of
Monet's greatest works. One can
even listen to the Marseillaise, and
watch a video file of Charles de
Gaulle's famous speeches. What a
great supplement to classroom lectures and activities!
Many countries and regions of the
world have created home pages and
put them on the Internet to attract

-WWW
-French Polynesia
-Madagascar
-Morocco
-Tunisia

tourists. Students can explore these
pages to learn about the history,
government, natural features, cities,
and people of the region they are
studying in class. They are able, in
many cases, to go on a "virtual" tour
of the country, and see color images
of the architecture, landscapes, and
great monwnents that make these
places famous. All it takes is a little
organization on the part of the instructor to write a comprehensive
"hypermedia" culture lesson via
computer.
The concept of hypermedia is a
new one. Many of us have heard the
term "hypertext" before, and this
notion is closely related to hypermedia. A hypertext system is one
where users read text on a computer,
and are able to click on a word or
phrase to jump to a footnote, related
text, or an image.
"Nonsequential links between one
document and another... allow users
to follow trails in any direction without losing their original context.
Thus, each reader in effe_c t creates a
new docwnent by chaining together
fragments of text in a personal fashion. The result compels us to alter
our notion of both the 'text' and
'reading"' (The Future of Foreign
Language Education at Community

Colleges (1992) 44).
Hypermedia is, essentially, the
idea of linking hypertext to other
media (audio, video, etc.). The
student becomes empowered, and
makes his/her own choices about
subject ·matter learned. The material
is made more "real" as they are
transported into the target culture.
The best way to start delving into
this new technology is to create a
home page for your language department, thereby providing a starting
point for you and your students.
Gen-eral information about the
school and the department can be put
here, as well as the assignments you
will de-velop. You will need to learn
basic HTML (Hypertext Markup
Lang-uage) for this process.
The next step is to do some exploring on your own. Decide which
cultures and topics you'd like to have
your students research, and find the
appropriate home pages. Here are a
few examples to check out:

French Polynesia:
http://www.tahiti-explorer.com/
Madagascar:
http ://lalo.inria.fr/Madagascar.html
Morocco:
http ://maghreb.net/morocco/
Tunisia:
http://www.vol.it/HTML_TUNIS/
Be sure to write down the site
addresses of the pages you visit!
Once you have accumulated a number
of web sites for the culture being studied, the next step is to sift through

the information and develop your
lesson. What is it that you want the
students to get out of the lesson?
Will they be writing a report about
the culture? Or just answering specific questions you have given them?
It is a wise idea to limit your goals
to just one or two. It becomes an
overwhelming task for a beginning
student to: a) read the text in the TL
to develop reading skills, b) look for
answers to a set of comprehension
questions to develop cultural understanding, AND c) write the answers
in the TL to develop writing skills.
If your goal is purely cultural knowledge at the beginner's level, you may
want to try to find WWW pages in
English, and write the lesson in
English. You can tailor the level of
difficulty to whatever your goals are.
At this point, it's useful to put
links to the web sites you have found
on your own home page, as well as
instructions for the assignment. Students can then do the lessons on their
own, by simply going to the home
page, and following the links you've
put in.
Once you've gone through this
process, you will find it easier to
make your lessons more involved and
complex. You will be able to incorporate sound and video into your
hypertextual lessons. The more you
work with the World Wide Web, the
more possibilities you will see for it.
It is a seemingly endless source of
information, which has advantages
we are only beginning to realize.
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